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True Protection for 
Maternity and Childbirth 


There is a widespread tendency to-day to consider woman 
solely or mainly in relation to her function of childbearing, and 
to ignore, or pay too little attention to, the fact that as a human 
being she is an end in herself whose human rights should not 
be restricted. It is all to the good that now at last serious 
attention is being given to the need to reduce the number of 
deaths of women in childbirth. But recognition of this need, 
or of any other aspect of the needs of woman in connection with 
this sex function, should not be used as a cloak for robbing her 
of her rights as a human being. ‘The confusion of thought 
which arises from allowing the sex function of childbirth to 
blot out the human rights of the person who exercises the 
function has resulted in provisions being written into the law, 
which, while ostensibly intended to benefit the woman, have in 
fact damaged her and lowered her status. ‘'That a woman has 
borne a child, or is about to bear a child, is no reason for depriving 
her of any inherent human right. Such a right is the right to 
decide for herself whether or not she will engage in paid work. 
Deprived of this right, the woman inevitably suffers loss of that 
status for which the industrially employed man has always 
shown such concern for himself. Such a loss of status has 
repercussions not only on the childbearing woman, but on all 
women wage earners ; for any of them at any time have passed, 
or may pass, through a period in which they are considered 
suitable for special discrimination based on sex or sex functions. 


Section 61 of the Factory and Workshops Act, 1901, which 
forbids an occupier of a factory or workshop knowingly to allow 
a woman or girl. to be employed within four weeks after she has 
given birth to a child creates just this kind of discrimination. 
It puts the woman at a disadvantage as a wage earner and does 
not give her any real protection. ‘Ihis is recognised in the 
Ministry of Health Report on Maternal Mortality (No. 25, 
1924, p. 87), where it is stated with reference to this Section 61, 
that the Section 

*‘ in practice is a dead letter. Relatively few women desire to return 
to work within that period; but if necessity drives them to do so, it is 
difficult to prevent them, unless some alternative means of subsistence can 
be given.” 

A body called the Factories Bill Campaign advocates a still 
further restriction on the freedom of the childbearing woman. 
It proposes that she should be deprived of the right to decide 
for herself whether she shall work for pay for 6 weeks after 
childbirth, and that from some unspecified source she shall be 
paid sufficient to maintain herself and her child. ‘This proposal 
is described as giving the woman a “holiday.” It is not a 
holiday to be compulsorily forbidden to engage in your ordinary 
work when you yourself wish to engage in that work. Holidays 
with pay are real holidays, when the rules regarding them apply 
equally to all workers alike. Prohibitions to work are no holiday 
for the woman who feels that she should go back to work, even 
if an allowance is given. 
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Section 61 is falsely called “‘ protective.’ It does not protect. 
It damages the woman because it restricts her economic right 
as a human being to decide for herself in the personal circum- 
stances which she alone can know whether or not she is to 
engage in paid work. 

But the fact that this provision which is wrongly called 
‘‘ protective’? does not protect, does not mean that it is not 
possible truly to protect, that is to help, the woman in connection 
with childbirth. . And in connection with childbirth a woman 
needs help whether she happens to be a worker for pay or whether 
she is not. ‘The two parents of each child, the mother and the 
father, are equally responsible for its birth and for any incapacity 
for work attaching to the mother in connection with the birth 
of the child. They are equally responsible morally for providing 
the money and other assistance needed in connection with such 
incapacity of theemother, and the birth and extreme youth of 
the child. Public authorities which provide such assistance as, 
for example, money, doctors, midwives, créches, etc., help both 
the mother and the father to carry out these responsibilities, as 
may an insurance scheme which pays maternity benefits, pro- 
vided such a scheme in no way restricts the woman’s rights as 
a worker. ‘This would give real protection to maternity, both 
in connection with the child and the woman who works for pay, 
and of the one who does not. Indeed it would truly protect 
both maternity and paternity. It would relieve both parents of 
part of their responsibilities. 

To give help in connection with childbearing is a very 
necessary and desirable social reform, the result of which should 
go far beyond the scope of any Factories Bill. Such help ought 
to be given not only to the woman who works for pay, but also 
to the woman who does not. ‘The expenses of childbearing are 
something additional and the parents might well be helped to 
meet this extra cost, but the fact that additional expenses have 
to be incurred by the family in connection with childbearing 
should not be used to put the woman at a disadvantage in the 
labour market. For the woman worker we need not only to 
ensure help which should be given to childbearing women, but 
also at the same time to ensure that her legal relations to her 
employer shall be the same as those of any other worker. ‘That 
is to say, if other workers have the right to leave their work for 
incapacity, whatever its cause, the childbearing woman should 
have the right under the same conditions to leave her work for 
any incapacity arising out of childbearing. If a worker receives 
benefits for incapacity due to sickness or accident, the woman 
should receive corresponding benefits on the same terms for 
incapacity due to her pregnancy or childbearing. ‘The time _ 
during which a woman is incapacitated because of childbirth 
is not four weeks, but varies very much from one woman to 
another. What concerns the employer is the incapacity of his 
worker ; what concerns the woman in relation to her employer 
is her incapacity to work ; it is the incapacity which should be 
relieved by benefits; and the cost of these, since both father 
and mother are responsible for the birth of the child, should 
not fall solely on women’s insurance funds. This policy respects 
the woman as a human being, and protects the woman and the 
child and the father and the home. 
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